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OER Textbooks versus Commercial Textbooks: Quality




In response to demands for educational mate-
rials to be more accessible and affordable, Open
Educational Resources (OERs) have become in-
creasingly popular for their ability to provide
free, easily obtained, open licensed resources for
both students and faculty to use—especially within
higher education environments. Since the intro-
duction of OERs is relatively new, research re-
garding their efficacy as measured by student
learning is lacking. To address this gap, I sought
to isolate subjects’ content acquisition after read-
ing excerpts on measures of central tendency from
either an OER or commercial textbook. While the
power was too small to firmly conclude whether
students assigned to OER performed better or
worse than subjects assigned to commercial texts,
there is evidence to suggest that with more data
collection, commercial groups will outperform the
OER groups on the quiz.
1. Introduction
In the past twenty years, there has been an edu-
cational movement towards evaluating and adopt-
ing OER materials—otherwise known as Open
Educational Resources. These resources rely on
open licenses, which in turn make them free for
public use, although they are mainly intended to
be used by students and faculty within the edu-
cation system. Examples of OERs can include
textbooks, articles, PowerPoint presentations, me-
dia, videos, and so much more. The foundation of
the creative process behind these open content re-
sources relies on five fundamental aspects: reuse,
remix, revise, retain, and redistribute (Pawlyshyn,
Braddlee, Casper, & Miller, 2013; Tacoma Com-
munity College Libraries, 2020). OERs reuse con-
tent by referencing existing literature in a variety
of ways. OERs remix content by combining sub-
ject matter from existing resources. OERs revise
content by correcting mistakes in existing mate-
rials, modifying material, or adapting material to
reach a greater audience. OERs retain information
by allowing audiences to keep content without the
permission usually required by publisher’s mate-
rials via licensing processes, students’ purchases,
etc. Finally, OERs redistribute this material by
permitting and encouraging individuals to share
copies—free of charge—with others.
One of the most common motivations for
adopting OERs has been the aspect of cost reduc-
tion for college students. Many students have ad-
mitted they purposely neglected to purchase the
required textbook for at least one course, and some
have even referenced cost as being the reason
they dropped or withdrew from at least one course
(Hendricks, Reinsberg, & Rieger, 2017). The dif-
ficulty associated with paying for educational ma-
terials may limit students’ access to information
and knowledge, which may ultimately limit their
educational growth (Hilton III, Gaudet, Clark,
Robinson, & Wiley, 2013). In studies measuring
student perceptions of cost savings, many reported
spending considerably less on open-source text-
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books as compared to their traditional commer-
cial textbooks, including expenses that accompany
printing and mailing ordered textbooks (Clinton,
2018). Even more promising, these savings can
result from a single semester of OER adoption
(Hilton III, Gaudet, Clark, Robinson, & Wiley,
2013). Not only is cost reduction one of stu-
dents’ most reported benefit, but it’s also faculty’s
most prominent motivation—as a means to reduce
the financial stress put on their students—for pri-
oritizing OER adoption (Ozdemir & Hendricks,
2017). This introduction of OER serves as acces-
sible leverage for students who are traditionally
directed to the publishers’ websites to use their
supplemental materials—websites that are exten-
sive in video, activity, simulation, and quiz re-
sources offered, but require students to purchase
additional access codes or learn addition features
to use (Hilton III & Laman, 2012).
In addition to the benefits of affordability,
OER adoption has served as a platform for in-
creased accessibility, collaboration, and customiz-
ability. As digital content shifts towards free
resources as compared to expensive commercial
textbooks, access to educational materials has in
turn increased (Feldstein, Martin, Hudson, War-
ren, Hilton III, & Wiley, 2012). The widespread
scale of OER implementation has fostered partic-
ipation and collaborative relationships among stu-
dents and faculty at many educational levels, but
especially at college institutions (Gil, Candelas,
Jara, Garcia, & Torres, 2013; Pawlyshyn et al.,
2013). Several OER resources, such as the Flat
World Knowledge textbook, also provide the op-
tion for modification to best fit the needs of student
populations using them and aide the professors in
creating more targeted, effective guidance (Hilton
III & Laman, 2012; Bowen, Chingos, Lack, & Ny-
gren, 2014).
While OER has many advantages to offer ed-
ucational settings and participants, credibility be-
comes an obstacle as most have not been copy-
edited or peer reviewed due to a lack of available
resources—resources that publisher’s commonly
staff experts to provide (Stovall, Laird, Welford,
& Williams, 2019). Without a standardized review
process or guaranteed expertise, OERs likely con-
tain more errors than their traditional commercial
textbook counterparts. When accounting for the
influence that educational materials have on the
subject matter students learn as well as their sub-
sequent success in classes, this creates a potential
deterrent for faculty and institutions looking to im-
plement OERs in their courses.
General trends in OER literature reveal that
open-source texts at a minimum present finan-
cial savings with no educational harm, and at a
maximum present financial savings with academic
gains in a variety of subjects (Hilton III, Gaudet,
Clark, Robinson, & Wiley, 2013; Pawlyshyn et
al., 2013; Bowen et al., 2014; Wiley, Williams,
DeMarte, & Hilton III, 2016; Clinton, 2018;
Jhangiani, Dastur, Le Grand, & Penner 2018;
Hardin, Eschman, Spengler, Grizzell, Moody,
Ross-Sheehy, & Fry, 2019). These comparable,
if not better, learning outcomes demonstrate that
adopting OER does not threaten the quality of
students’ resources and does not negatively influ-
ence learning—all while simultaneously savings
student’s substantial amounts of money. Unfor-
tunately, there is no standardized measurement of
learning outcomes, so results cannot be general-
ized to all students or all aspects of a student’s
academic performance. For a more convenient
review, learning outcomes as documented in the
existing literature have been categorized into the
following measurements: institutional measures,
global learning indices, measures of individual
ability, and exam scores.
1.1. Institutional Measures
Institutional measures of student success in-
clude data on students’ completion rates, with-
drawal rates, dropout rates, and enrollment inten-
sity. General trends in the literature regarding in-
stitutional measures reveal a consistent pattern of
results supporting theories that OER implementa-
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tion would improve these measures, or at the very
least have comparable rates. In other words, stu-
dents that used OER materials in place of commer-
cial textbooks had higher completion rates and en-
rollment intensity and lower withdrawal rates and
dropout rates—or at the worst, comparable rates
of all these measures.
Completion rates indicate the number of stu-
dents who finished a course without dropping or
withdrawing. A wide range of subjects including
Math, Algebra, Calculus, Computing, Chemistry,
Biology, Anatomy & Physiology, Nursing, Busi-
ness, English, Psychology, Design, and Web De-
velopment have all seen similar completion rates
to semesters in which commercial textbooks were
assigned after OER materials were implemented
(Institutional Measures Table: Row 3, Colum 3).
Studies evaluating OERs in Sociology and Biol-
ogy course settings have shown that students using
the open textbook were more likely to complete
the course than their counterparts who were us-
ing commercial texts (Institutional Measures Ta-
ble: Row 3, Column 2). Unique to OER efficacy
literature, a study included data on several college
level Business classes that revealed students using
commercial texts were more likely to complete the
course than students using open texts (Institutional
Measures Table: Row 3, Column 4).
Withdrawal rate measurements consist of data
on students who drop a course after the advertised
drop deadline, and thus do not receive a tuition re-
fund. Studies measuring withdrawal rates reveal
that students enrolled in courses such as Business,
Psychology, English, Sociology, History, Algebra,
and Calculus who used OER materials were less
likely to withdraw from their respective courses
than their peers who used publisher’s materials
(Institutional Measures Table: Row 4, Column
1). Studies investigating subjects such as Algebra,
Anatomy/Physiology, Biology, Business, Calcu-
lus, Chemistry, Computing, Design, Nursing, Psy-
chology, Web Development, American Govern-
ment, and Nutrition have revealed that their re-
spective students were no more or less likely to
withdraw from courses when using OERs ver-
sus traditional commercial textbooks (Institutional
Measures Table: Row 4, Column 2).
Dropout rate measurements indicate the num-
ber of students who dropped a course before the
advertised deadline to do so, and in return received
a full tuition refund for the respective course.
Like withdrawal rates, most of the studies mea-
suring dropout rates have revealed that less stu-
dents drop their respective courses when OERs
are present in subjects such as Engineering, Bi-
ology, History, Psychology, Sociology, and Gen-
eral Education (Institutional Measures Table: Row
5, Column 2). The remainder of studies pro-
ducing results regarding dropout rates found that
students using open textbooks and students using
traditional commercial textbooks had comparable
dropout rates (Institutional Measures Table: Row
5, Column 3). While dropout statistics do not nec-
essarily hone focus on measuring the amount of
information students learn in a course, it presents
an important notion from an institutional perspec-
tive; The less dropouts and consequently less tu-
ition refunds given amount to a substantial amount
of otherwise unaccounted for revenue—revenue
that could be directed towards successful imple-
mentation of OERs (Wiley, Williams, DeMarte, &
Hilton III, 2016).
Enrollment intensity is a measure that spans
a students’ college career and is thus indicative
of the type of courses—and corresponding class
materials—those students prefer to take. A study
tracking enrollment intensity of students in their
Biology, Business, English, Math, and Psychol-
ogy courses revealed that students who had taken
classes that utilized OER took more credit hours—
specifically courses that also use OER—than stu-
dents who had not taken classes that utilized OERs
(Institutional Measures Table: Row 6, Column 2).
This finding indicates that students who had ex-
periences with OERs were motivated to willingly
seek courses that utilize similar resources, espe-
cially when faced with an alternative option of
courses using commercial textbooks.
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Table 1. Studies examining institutional measures.
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1.2. Global Learning Indices
Global learning indices incorporate measures
such as final class grade and grade point aver-
age that are intended to gather data on student
learning but are potentially confounded by covari-
ates such as assignments throughout courses being
weighted inconsistently, and attendance and par-
ticipation being factored in—all whose character-
istics do not reliably measure student learning.
Studies comparing OER efficacy to commer-
cial textbook efficacy by measuring final class
grades have mixed patterns of results—a major-
ity finding no significant difference between OER
materials and commercial materials, many finding
that students using OERs had higher grades than
students using commercial textbooks, and very
few finding that grades decreased in courses that
utilized OER materials.
The most frequent conclusion of studies exam-
ining final course grades found no significant dif-
ferences between students who used OERs versus
those who used commercial texts throughout their
classes (Global Indices Table: Row 3, Column 3).
Whether studies use measures evaluating grades
on an A-F, C or above, or D/F scale, all conclu-
sions were similar—the type of educational ma-
terial had no effect on final course grades. OER
adoption in Business, Psychology, Engineering,
Math, Algebra, Biology, History, Sociology, and
General Education classes have been associated
with an increase in average course grade (Global
Indices Table: Row 3, Column 2). Alongside this
correlation, it is important to consider the relation-
ship of grades to number of OERs implemented—
a positive correlation (Gil et al., 2013; Grewe &
Davis, 2017). In other words, students who use
open content resources are not only likely to have
higher final course grades, but this probability in-
creases as the number of OERs used increases.
Rare for OER efficacy literature is the conclusion
that students using open materials experience a
drop in their grades following OER adoption. This
trend seems to be revealed exclusively when ob-
serving performance in math courses (Global In-
dices Table: Row 3, Column 4).
Criteria for measuring grade point average en-
tails the cumulative summation of grade values
divided by the number of courses taken. Learn-
ing outcomes represented by final class grades—
whether it be calculated by cumulative points or
percentages—have only shown positive conclu-
sions when it comes to OER; Students who had
been introduced to OERs had higher grade point
averages at the end of their career in their respec-
tive schools than students who had not been in
courses that utilized OERS (Global Indices Ta-
bles: Row 4, Column 2).
1.3. Measures of Individual Ability
Measures attempting to narrow focus on stu-
dent learning through an individual lens do so by
evaluating retention rates, problem solving skills,
critical thinking capability, and content acquisi-
tion/mastery. While these individualized mea-
sures may serve as a more accurate representation
of student learning outcomes as compared to in-
stitutional measures or global learning indices, it
is important to recognize that several covariates
such as pre-existing knowledge, familiarity with
subject material, study habits, and basic intelli-
gence are potentially influential factors that could
skew results. Trends in the literature that mea-
sures individual abilities seem to be sporadic, with
some measures supporting OER adoption, some
reporting no significant differences between OER
use and commercial textbook use, and some cit-
ing commercial textbooks as being more effective
than OER materials.
Retention rates refer to individuals’ ability to
keep and subsequently use information. The study
that implemented retention rate measures did so
by giving faculty members who were instructing
the courses using OERs an opportunity to oper-
ationalize retention themselves. In other words,
there was no specific standardization outlined,
but teachers could report anecdotal evidence of
5
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Table 3. Studies examining individual ability.
learning differences they noticed (whether it be
improvement, digression, or unsure) through e-
portfolios that would be turned into researchers.
The study discovered that retention rates improved
with the introduction of OER (Measures of Indi-
vidual Ability Table: Row 3, Column 2). The
juxtaposition of these results within the narrative
of OER efficacy are important, as past research
suggests that students who learn more retain more
(Lovett et al., 2008). The positive correlation be-
tween retention and learning indicates that student
learning is likely also improving as student reten-
tion improves.
Problem solving and critical thinking can sym-
bolize a snapshot of students’ learning process
but do not necessarily isolate how much, if any,
information a student has naturally pre-existing
versus learned specifically from materials. Prob-
lem solving is a mental process in which indi-
viduals are presented with a scenario, expected
to be aware of a problem’s presence, and subse-
quently find a solution. Research focused on a
Physics course observed a small, negative shift in
students’ problem-solving ability in courses that
utilized OERs—a unique conclusion in the OER
efficacy literature as it does not support the adop-
tion of OER materials (Measures of Individual
Ability Table: Row 4, Column 4). Critical think-
ing involves using judgement to come to a deci-
sion rather than simply accepting facts as an ob-
servatory process. A study conducted by Hardin
and colleagues referenced Lawson’s 1999 ques-
tion bank reflecting basic critical thinking skills
in psychology to measure students’ abilities to
“identify and critique alternative explanations for
claims about social issues and human behavior”
and “demonstrate knowledge of the appropriate
methods, technologies, and data that social and
behavioral scientists use to investigate the hu-
man condition” (2019, p. 53). They concluded
that no differences in critical thinking ability were
evidenced between groups using OER materials
and commercial textbooks (Measures of Individ-
ual Ability Table: Row 5, Column 3).
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1.4. Exam Scores
Exam scores present the most objective mea-
surement of student learning outcomes since they
rely on a correct versus incorrect scale. A review
of current literature reveals several main strategies
when administering exams—all of which reveal a
general trend that OER implementation results in
better or comparable exam scores to those taken
using commercial textbooks.
The first design examines student exam scores
over time by comparing semesters that have
adopted OERs (Group A) to previous semesters
using traditional commercial textbooks (Group
B). In these cases, the class’s subject materials
and instructors are usually held consistent—it is
the group of students and their material usage
that differs, with the students assigned to com-
mercial textbooks serving as the control group.
Studies utilizing this experimental design have
found consistent results: students’ exam scores in
classes that implemented OER materials were ei-
ther higher than or not significantly different from
students’ exam scores in classes that used com-
mercial textbooks (Exam Scores Table: Row 3,
Columns 2 and 3).
The second commonly used experimental de-
sign entails a comparison between students at
simultaneous times. In these studies, students
(group A) are enrolled in a course (Course A)
that utilizes open content materials while their
peers (group B) are enrolled in the same course
(Course A) but utilizes traditional publisher mate-
rials. Course subject material is usually held con-
sistent, but instructors can vary since the student
groups are being measured simultaneously. One
study examining Psychology courses found that
students’ exam scores were lower in the classes
that used OER as compared to the classes that used
commercial textbooks (Exam Scores Table: Row
4, Column 4). This negative correlation between
exam scores and OER implementation is unique
and rare in the literature, as most studies have
produced conclusions that OER implementation
would at the very least be comparable to courses
relying on commercial textbooks and have the po-
tential to increase exam scores (Exam Scores Ta-
ble: Row 4, Columns 2 and 3). Interestingly, stu-
dents in a Statistics course utilizing OER not only
performed similarly to students using a commer-
cial textbook on exams taken in class but spent just
half the amount of time learning the same material
(Lovett et al., 2008). When examining the types
of questions included on quizzes, Gurung identi-
fied no significant score differences when ques-
tions were derived from an OER test bank, and
a main effect of commercial textbook when ques-
tions were derived from an Advanced Placement
test bank (2017).
The most reliable design distributes identical
pre-test and post-test exams to students assigned
to the OER condition (group A) and students us-
ing commercial textbooks (group B) because it al-
lows researchers to identify any clear differences
in learning outcomes through a more controlled
manner by limiting covariates such as differing
exam material. Most studies using this experimen-
tal method found no significant differences be-
tween students using open content and publisher
materials (Exam Scores Table: Row 5, Column
3). A study examining the transformation of pre-
test scores to post-test scores in a Statistics course
took a slightly different approach and focused on
measuring the proportion of knowledge students
gained within a semester. This study relied on
relative gain score, which was defined by the re-
searchers as being “the possible percentage points
a student could increase from pre-test to post-test”
and concluded that the group utilizing OER mate-
rials had higher exam scores than the group utiliz-
ing commercial materials (Lovett et al., 2008, p.
8).
Some studies have administered standardized
exams, such as the Comprehensive Assessment
of Outcomes test and the Science Criterion Ref-
erenced Test, to evaluate subject-specific content
acquisition. The Comprehensive Assessment of
Outcomes, otherwise known as the CAOS test, is
8
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Table 4. Studies examining exam scores.
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a measurement intended to assess students’ statis-
tical literacy. The patterns surrounding OER effi-
cacy in relation to CAOS test scores are parallel
to findings regarding other student learning out-
comes: students gain just as much, if not more,
statistical literacy from OER materials as com-
pared to commercial textbooks (Exam Scores Ta-
ble: Row 6, Columns 2 and 3). The Science Crite-
rion Referenced Test, abbreviated as Science CRT,
is a standardized exam administered in multiple
states throughout America to measure students’
content knowledge of multiple subjects within the
field of science—biology, chemistry, and earth
systems, for example. The administration of the
Science CRT demonstrated similar resulting pat-
terns to the CAOS test: the adoption of OER in
science classrooms was correlated with a positive
change in exam scores, or at the very least was
comparable to classrooms that continued to use
commercial textbooks (Exam Scores Table: Row
7, Column 2 and 3). Ultimately, studies evalu-
ating OER implementation via standardized ex-
ams score measurements have produced conclu-
sions that support the notion that adoption of open
texts in place of traditional publisher texts does not
harm student learning and has the potential to in-
crease student learning.
Hilton III & Laman postulated a list of 6 rea-
sons why OER use may encourage better student
outcomes: students have access to the materials
regardless of their financial resources and abilities;
this access is granted before the first day of class
and remains available throughout the semester; in-
herent features of digitally formatted OERs allow
for links and ‘find’ features; they can be stud-
ied anywhere that offers Internet access; faculty
can adapt the text to include key terms and ob-
jectives collaboratively, and they allow faculty to
be selective in their choice of what and how to
use supplemental materials (2012). Regardless
of possible explanations, it can be concluded that
the current body of literature supports the concept
that OERs are at the very least no different than
traditional commercial textbooks when measuring
student outcomes after having used them, and in
some cases can contribute to improving student
learning outcomes.
Despite the OER movement having several
decades of encouragement and existing literature
supporting the implementation of Open Educa-
tional Resources in college settings, there remains
necessary research to corroborate the quality of
education they provide for students’ learning. A
plethora of studies have examined OER adoption
using measures that do not reliably gauge stu-
dents’ actual content acquisition – such as insti-
tutional measures, global indices, and measures
of individual ability. Research that has used pre-
test and post-test exam designs to measure stu-
dent learning have been the most successful in
isolating student learning in a controlled environ-
ment, but have implemented the design over the
course of semesters in classroom settings, which
ultimately allows room for many confounding in-
fluences including instructor characteristics, study
habits, patterns of use, etc.
As suggested by discussions included in many
previous studies, I plan to investigate the efficacy
of OERs as compared to commercial textbooks
by analyzing student performance measured by
quiz scores in a controlled environment. Se-
ton Hall University students enrolled in Introduc-
tion to Psychology or Orientation to Psychology
courses will volunteer to participate, be randomly
assigned to either an OER textbook treatment con-
dition (of which there will be three levels) or a
commercial textbook control condition (of which
there will also be three levels), read their randomly
assigned chapter on Descriptive Statistics, and fi-
nally complete a multiple-choice quiz intended to
measure students’ content acquisition.
2. Methods
2.1. Participants
The participants in this study consisted of 98
Seton Hall University undergraduate students en-
rolled in either Introduction to Psychology or Ori-
10
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entation to the Psychology Major—both being
courses offered by the Psychology Department in-
tended to be taken as an underclassman. The par-
ticipants were at least 18 years of age and volun-
teered to participate for course credit via Seton
Hall’s online SONA system. Of the 98 partici-
pants, 57 identified as female, 40 as male, and 1 as
non-binary/third gender. The racial demographics
of the participants were as follows: 1 American
Indian/Alaska Native, 22 Asians, 8 Black/African
Americans, 11 Others, and 56 Whites. The eth-
nicity of the participants included 18 of Hispanic,
Latino, or Spanish origin, 77 not of Hispanic,
Latino, or Spanish origin, 1 preferred not to say,
and 2 unanswered.
2.2. Design
This experiment had a 2 (text type: OER,
Commercial) x 3 (text name: OER/Commercial
A, B, and C) between-groups design. The primary
independent variable was Text Type. The primary
dependent variable is student learning—as opera-
tionalized by quiz score. Previous experience with
Statistics and participants’ perceptions of the text
are secondary, exploratory measures.
2.3. Materials
The materials for this study included sections
on central tendency from the descriptive statis-
tics chapters of six different textbook, three from
OER textbooks and three from commercial text-
books. There was a 12-question multiple-choice
quiz, a perceptions questionnaire, and a demo-
graphics questionnaire.
The criteria for selecting the textbook excerpts
used in this study consisted of two main charac-
teristics: it must address the three main measures
of central tendency—mean, median, and mode—
and it must be organized in a structure that mirrors
a textbook. As discussed in the literature review,
Open Educational Resources can be produced in
various formats, including structures from videos
to PowerPoints, so it was crucial to find OER
sources that mirrored the structure of a commer-
cial textbook to best compare the two. The three
commercial textbooks used were the leading pub-
lishers for Descriptive Statistics.
The quiz, found in Appendix A, intended to
measure participants’ knowledge of central ten-
dency, and thus included questions that targeted
several aspects of mean, median, and mode: defi-
nitions, calculation, and application.
The perceptions questionnaire, found in Ap-
pendix B, targeted participants’ perception of
textbook quality. This questionnaire was included
with intentions to analyze the responses as a sec-
ondary, exploratory measure of textbook quality
through an anecdotal lens of those who have first-
hand experience with the materials.
The demographics questionnaire, found in
Appendix C, recorded participants’ reported gen-
der, race, and ethnicity. It also asked if partici-
pants had any familiarity with Statistics. Contin-
gent upon the participant saying they had previous
experience with statistics, the second half of the
questionnaire was revealed to investigate the level
of familiarity (e.g., at what schooling level did you
learn about Statistics). The motivation behind in-
cluding this questionnaire was two-fold: to report
the statistical logistics of the participant pool and
to have data that would aid in evaluating the po-
tential covariate influence of statistical experience
on quiz scores.
2.4. Procedure
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and its subse-
quent safety protocols, this study was conducted
completely online using Microsoft TEAMS and
Qualtrics. After volunteering for a timeslot, par-
ticipants were emailed an accompanying meet-
ing link through Microsoft TEAMS. They were
asked to turn their cameras on and to share their
screen with the research assistant to resemble
most closely the characteristic of laboratory con-
ditions if the study had been conducted in per-
son. The link to the Qualtrics survey was sent
11
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Figure 1. Individual quiz scores are plotted within
each text name, organized by commercial text type
versus OER text type.
in the TEAMS chat. Participants were randomly
assigned to a textbook by the Qualtrics random-
izer feature. They were given 40 minutes to read
their respective excerpt and take notes by hand if
they wanted. Directly after the allotted reading
time, participants were given 20 minutes to com-
plete the 12-question multiple-choice quiz. They
were permitted to use the notes they had taken
during the 40-minute reading time to mimic the
real-world application of textbooks to studying.
After completing the quiz, they were then given
the Perceptions Questionnaire and Demograph-
ics Questionnaire—both of which are further dis-
cussed in the Materials section.
To incentivize students to focus for the en-
tirety of the experiment and try their hardest on
a material-heavy study with no immediate reward,
we provided an opportunity for those who scored
9 or higher on the quiz to be entered into an Ama-
zon gift card raffle. Participants who were entered
into the raffle had a 1 in 25 chance of winning, as
we drew once every 25 entries.
3. Results
Because of the nested structure of the study
design (three textbooks were OER and three were
commercial), we used a hierarchical linear model-
ing analysis. It is also important to note that while
126 participants were needed to detect a medium
effect size (according to a POWER analysis), only
98 participants’ data was collected and analyzed.
No participants were excluded from the analysis.
The primary dependent variable, student
learning, was measured by the score that partici-
pants earned on the quiz. We controlled for prior
statistical experience that students had with a co-
variate in the analysis. We compared individuals’
quiz scores across both text type (commercial vs.
OER) and text name (A, B, and C for each text
type)—the representation of which can be seen in
Figure 1. Figure 1 displays the spread of individ-
ual scores (with each dot representing a single par-
ticipants’ quiz score) across commercial and OER
groups.
A hierarchical linear model analyzing mean
quiz score as a function of text type, as can be seen
in Figure 2, revealed no significant differences
between mean quiz scores of participants who
used commercial texts versus mean quiz scores
of participants who used OER texts (p < 0.05,
MDi f f =−0.49, SE = 0.38, t(94) =−1.30, p =
.199). While it may seem as though the mean
quiz scores for commercial texts was higher than
the mean quiz scores for OER texts, note that this
difference (located in the blue-shaded box in Fig-
ure 2) is not statistically significant. These results
are consistent with most of the current literature—
both of which argue that learning outcome associ-
ated with OER textbooks are comparable to those
associated with commercial textbooks. Note: The
dashed red line represents the average quiz score
(9.41) equivalent to a z-score of 0.
While the difference between the OER and
commercial texts was not significant, increased
prior statistical experience was associated with
better quiz scores (b = 0.94, SE = 0.30, t(94) =
3.09, p = 0.003).
4. Discussion
Given the gap in existing literature of stud-
ies that hone in on true learning outcomes
12
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Figure 2. Mean z-scores graphed as a function of text type: three commercial texts located on the left, three
OER texts located on the right. The red dashed line represents a z-score of 0, which is equivalent to the
mean quiz score of 9.37.
that accurately measure content acquisition from
materials—and thus quality of student learning—
this study sought to fill some of that gap by creat-
ing a controlled environment in which quiz scores
would serve as the true learning outcome. Since
a very small proportion of previous studies ex-
amined true learning outcomes—especially in the
controlled manner that this study has—we began
with an investigative spirit rather than having a di-
rectional hypothesis. With that being said, the re-
sults yielded conclusions that are very similar to
many researchers’ findings (despite having differ-
ent dependent measures) that examine OER effi-
cacy: they are comparable to commercial texts.
While this study’s data collection and analysis did
not meet the minimum number of participants re-
quired to detect a medium effect size, it is still
promising to see such significant results.
4.1. Limitations
While these results are indeed promising, they
must be interpreted cautiously since the N was too
small to detect a medium effect size—ultimately
indicating that no conclusive statements can be
made until data has been collected on 126 partici-
pants.
Another potential limitation is the variability
among materials, in terms of length, number of
worked examples, and quality of explanations. It
is near impossible to control every aspect of text-
books to make them equivalently comparable—
and not applicable, as that doesn’t represent their
use in the real world if it were somehow manage-
able. However, the six textbooks used in this study
ranged anywhere from 8 pages to 26 pages—a
large difference. While all participants completed
their assigned reading portion in the allotted 40
minutes window, this large variance in length of
textbook could be a potential confound. Within
that same idea, textbooks that are significantly
longer may naturally have better quality explana-
tions of concepts since they contain more infor-
mation than shorter textbooks. It is also possi-
ble that the presence (and in what quantity) or
absence of worked examples could have played
a confounding role. Some textbooks were struc-
tured to describe concepts only in words, while
others had real life examples, and still others had
13
Fortney: OER Textbooks versus Commercial Textbooks
Published by eRepository @ Seton Hall, 2021
worked examples for how to find the mean, me-
dian, and mode. This aspect could also go hand-
in-hand with the quality of explanation provided
by the textbook, and how that could potentially re-
late to student learning.
4.2. Implications
Future studies must continue this controlled
approach and focus on true learning outcomes, es-
pecially as measured by exams, rather than con-
tinuing to operationalize student learning through
measures such as pass/fail rates and grades that
may be confounded with aspects of attendance,
participation, and instructor bias. To build on the
experimental design of this study, researchers may
want to implement a pre-test and post-test struc-
ture to isolate the influence of the individual text-
book on participants’ quiz score—an aspect that
seems to inherently control for previous experi-
ence and familiarity with Statistics.
If implementing this exact experimental de-
sign, future studies may want to focus on mea-
suring the aspects of variability mentioned in the
limitations (number of pages, number of worked
examples, and quality of explanations provided).
In doing so, they may be able to further isolate the
relationship between text type (OER versus com-
mercial) and student learning.
It would also be beneficial to investigate OER
efficacy in other disciplines and topics as well,
to determine if implementation is generalizable
to many different fields and subjects. In doing
so, fields with standardized tests, such as science,
may work best because there is already a reliable
and valid measure in place that focuses on opera-
tionalizing student learning outcomes.
OER implementation and subsequent research
on its efficacy is relatively brand new—which
when put into context makes sense as to why the
current gap exists. While this study may not have
the N needed to make conclusive arguments for
OER implementation, the results obtained from
analyzing 98 participants indicate that OER and
commercial texts produce similar student learning
outcomes in a controlled environment, which ulti-
mately supports the no-harm-done theory that col-
lege students can have the same quality of educa-
tion with affordable textbooks as compared to the
traditional publisher’s route.
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Appendix A: Quiz
1. Which best describes mode?
a. The value of the score that the most in-
dividuals received/the most commonly
appearing score
b. A measure of the value individuals scores
center around
c. The average value
d. The value of the score at the middlemost
of a normal distribution/the value of the
score that divides a distribution in half
2. Which best describes median?
a. The value of the score that the most in-
dividuals received/the most commonly
appearing score
b. A measure of the value individuals scores
center around
c. The average value
d. The value of the score at the middlemost
of a normal distribution/the value of the
score that divides a distribution in half
3. Which best describes mean?
a. The value of the score that the most in-
dividuals received/the most commonly
appearing score
b. A measure of the value individual scores
center around
c. The average value
d. The value of the scores at the middlemost
of a normal distribution/the value of the
score that divides a distribution in half
4. When given a set of data with extreme out-
liers, which measure of central tendency
would be most affected/skewed?
a. Mean
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b. Median
c. Mode
d. All equally affected
5. Given the following data date, calculate the
mean.





6. Given the following data set, calculate the
median.





7. Given the following data set, calculate the
median.





8. Given the following data set, calculate the
mode.
11, 12, 14, 13, 11, 12, 9, 11, 16, 12
a. 12
b. 11 and 12
c. 11
d. 11.5
9. Given the following data set, calculate the
mode.





10. Which measure of central tendency is the





d. None of these
11. Which measure of central tendency best cap-




d. None of these
12. Given the following data set, which measure
of central tendency is most affected by the
outlier?




d. None of these
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Appendix B: Perceptions Questionnaire
For each of the following statements, think
about the textbook pages that you studied before
taking the quiz, and indicate the extent to which
you agree with each statement.
1. The text was easy to comprehend.
a. Strongly agree
b. Somewhat agree
c. Neither agree or disagree
d. Somewhat disagree
e. Strongly disagree




c. Neither agree or disagree
d. Somewhat disagree
e. Strongly disagree
3. The text helped me learn the concepts so that
I could perform well on the quiz.
a. Strongly agree
b. Somewhat agree
c. Neither agree or disagree
d. Somewhat disagree
e. Strongly disagree
4. Did you complete the chapter’s exercises?
a. Yes
b. No
c. N/A — My chapter did not have exercises;
I am unsure if my chapter had exercises
Appendix C: Demographics Questionnaire
1. What is your gender?
a. Male
b. Female
c. Non-binary / third gender
d. Prefer not to say
2. What is your race?
a. American Indian or Alaska Native
b. Asian
c. Black or African American
d. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
e. White
f. Other
g. Prefer not to say
3. What is your ethnicity?
a. Hispanic or Latino or Spanish Origin
b. Not Hispanic or Latino or Spanish Origin
c. Prefer not to say
4. How familiar were you with the concepts of
mean, median, and mode prior to participat-
ing in this study?





5. Have you ever taken a course (at any level
of schooling) that covered the statistical con-
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If participants answered Yes to the previous
question, they were then directed to answering the
following questions:
1. Describe the course that you learned these
concepts in. Select all that apply.
 It was a full-semester Statistics course.
 It was a multi-semester Statistics
course.
 It was not a Statistics course, but it was
a unit or chapter in another course that
was not a math course (e.g., Introduc-
tion to Psychology)
 It was a math course that had a Statistics
unit or chapter, and included a number
of other math topics as well.
2. At what level did you take this course? Select
all that apply.
 Elementary School (grades: kinder-
garten – 5)
 Middle School (grades: 6 – 8)
 High School (grades: 9 – 12)
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